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with the Sultan on behalf of the Balkan Christians, and in 1853
Nicholas sent Prince Mentschikoff to Constantinople to demand
an explicit recognition of this right. The British ambassador
there, Lord Stratford de Redcliffe, was strongly imbued with
the anti-Russian feeling we have just mentioned, and he
privately urged the Sultan to reject these demands. Thereupon
Nicholas enforced them by sending troops to occupy the
Danubian Principalities (Moldavia and Wallachia), which were
still nominally part of the Ottoman Empire. The other Great
Powers conferred at Vienna and sent a " Note " to both parties
suggesting terms of settlement; but whereas the Czar accepted
these terms as they stood, the Sultan (still under the influence
of Stratford) insisted on certain amendments. When Nicholas
rejected these Turkey declared war (October 1853).
It was essential to Napoleon's position that he should play
a striking part in European affairs ; and he was particularly keen
to be on good terms with Britain. Lord Aberdeen, the British
Prime Minister, though devoted to the cause of peace, found
it impossible to hold out against the anti-Russian spirit in the
nation and in some of his colleagues—notably Lord Palinerston ;
and he had to make concessions to it lest he should be turned
out of office and replaced by a minister who would go to war
at once. So the two Powers sent a combined fleet through the
Dardanelles to prevent the Czar from breaking up the Ottoman
Empire by capturing Constantinople. Shortly afterwards the
Russian Black Sea fleet destroyed the Turkish navy in the Bay
of Sinope. Public opinion in France and Britain was in such
an advanced stage of Russophobia that this perfectly legitimate
act of war was regarded as a deliberate affront to the allied
fleet. " Thank God, that means war ! " exclaimed Stratford
when he heard of it. To counterbalance the advantages which
Russia had gained from the seizure of the Principalities and the
destruction of Turkish naval power, the Franco-British fleet
now entered the Black Sea and " invited " the Russian fleet to
return to its base, Sebastopol. A declaration of war naturally
followed.

